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Overview
Death is in many respects the final frontier of cyberspace. Almost without 
realizing it, many of our personal possessions have shifted from physical to digital form, 
fueled by advancing technology, most notably the Internet. As the latest generation of 
Digital Natives, those who were born into during the late 20th century, grows older, 
understanding how technology affects our societal practices and norms surrounding death 
is of utmost importance. Some scholars now refer to this topic as “digital death,” as a 
generic term to describe the intersection of digital technology and death. This 
digital/death intersection is increasingly present as a topic in popular and academic 
literature, and at least 40 companies1 presently provide related services to individuals. 
This project focused on elevating the exposure of digital death topic, by providing 
a review of the literature and using that as the basis for a panel discussion of the topic 
with industry leaders. This report provides a summary of the industry leaders’ discussion 
and presents potential topics for future research. 
On March 11, 2012, a panel discussion was held at the South by Southwest 
(SXSW) Interactive Festival, a popular conference for digital professionals held annually 
in Austin, Texas. The panel, entitled “Digital Immortals: Preserving Life Beyond Death,” 
discussed the idea, challenges, interfaces, technology, and social implications of 
preserving the sociological identity of an individual via the preservation of his or her 
personal digital collection. The goal of this panel discussion was to bridge the gap 
                                                
1 http://www.thedigitalbeyond.com/online-services-list/ 
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between academic research, industry trends, and personal experience, bringing collective 
knowledge and awareness to the greater community of digital professionals. 
The process for hosting the panel began in June 2011, when the author submitted 
an overview of the panel to the SXSW Interactive staff. The selection process included a 
public voting period, review by the SXSW staff, and review by the SXSW advisory 
board2. As the SXSW audience tends to respond well to engaging and informal 
descriptions, the following overview was proposed and ultimately used in the conference 
schedule3: 
When you kick the bucket, you'll leave behind a vast amount of digital 
information: a lifetime's worth of Tweets, emails, blogs, photos, videos, and more. 
They're the product of a creative life well lived. In fact, this information forms a 
rich archive of who we are and what we think. But in a world of passing 
technology, will our digital selves simply fade away as the victim of neglect? Or 
will they live on in perpetuity like the Great Pyramids to be remembered and 
celebrated? Libraries frequently preserve the collections of the significant and 
famous, but what about the rest of us? Does technology hold the key to 
widespread digital preservation? Or should we just die and be dead? As we think 
about the future of experiencing the past, how should we prepare? What 
technology will we need? And what will that mean for society? Join our group of 
archivists, technologists, and interaction designers who are going to discuss the 
challenges and opportunities of a digitally preserved world. 
 
The author selected panelists who would provide a diverse set of perspectives, 
seeking experts in technology/interaction design, archives, and current industry trends, as 
well as a personal account from someone who has experienced the digital/death 
intersection first hand. Additionally, the author sought to comply with SXSW’s principles 
of diversity: variety, opinion, women, ethnicity, and location4. The author, Evan Carroll, 
served as moderator of the panel discussion, with participants Richard Banks, Bill 
                                                
2 http://sxsw.com/interactive/talks/panelpicker 
3 http://schedule.sxsw.com/2012/events/event_IAP9715 
4 http://www.quora.com/What-Are-the-SxSW-Interactive-Panel-Diversity-Guidelines 
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LeFurgy, Airdrie Miller, and Adam Ostrow. Richard Banks is a senior interaction 
designer at Microsoft Research Cambridge, author of The Future of Looking Back and 
coauthor of numerous studies on digital memories. His work focuses on the design of 
devices and interfaces that help users experience their digital memories. Bill LeFurgy is a 
digital initiatives manager at the Library of Congress. Bill leads the communications 
team for the National Digital Information Infrastructure and Preservation Program and is 
an evangelist for the personal digital archiving resources available from the Library of 
Congress. Airdrie Miller is the widow of blogger Derek Miller of Penmachine.com and 
an educator in Burnaby, BC, Canada. Derek’s passing gained significant attention 
through his final blog post5, which he wrote for his family to post when he passed away. 
Since Derek’s death in May 2011, Airdrie has experienced the digital/death intersection 
first hand. Journalist Adam Ostrow is Executive Editor and Senior Vice President of 
Content at Mashable. In July 2011, inspired by Derek Miller’s final post and the 
emergence of various websites offering services to assist in handling digital death issues, 
Adam presented the idea of a digitally preserved self, based on an individual’s social 
media content at TED Global6. 
In preparation for the panel discussion, the author conducted a review of relevant 
literature, prepared a discussion guide, and outlined the flow of the presentation
                                                
5 http://www.penmachine.com/2011/05/the-last-post 
6 http://www.ted.com/talks/lang/en/adam_ostrow_after_your_final_status_update.html 
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Literature Review
Prior to 2010, the intersection of personal digital content and death was largely 
absent from the literature, with the exception of work surrounding online memorials 
primarily published in a special edition of OMEGA—The Journal of Death and Dying in 
2004. Two books (Carroll & Romano, 2011; Banks, 2011), nearly 25 journal articles and 
countless articles in mass media have been published since 2010. While it is difficult to 
pinpoint the cause of this explosion in the literature, it is without question that interest 
and inquiry into the intersection of digital and death has grown. 
To understand the digital/death intersection, both topics must be considered. 
Sociologists have studied death, awareness of finitude, and the human desire to leave a 
legacy for some time, yet have not considered the implications of digital technology on 
death. Information professionals on the other hand have studied personal information 
management and self-expression in cyberspace for some time. The linkage between these 
two topics is personal identity—the sociological concept of self, which is represented 
through human expression (actions, speech and belongings). This concept of self is also 
at the core of why humans are concerned with death and leaving a representation of their 
identity behind as their legacy. This linkage of personal digital information and legacy 
via personal identity provides a framework for understanding the unique value of 
personal digital information. 
Additional research into the digital/death intersection exists among practitioners 
and scholars of estates law, as they seek to update legal procedures and laws to include 
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digital information as assets of an individual’s estate, subject to appropriate handling by 
the estate’s executor. Presently, five states within the United States have laws that grant 
executors access to digital information, and at least two states, as well as the Uniform 
Laws Commission, are working on related legislation. 
Researchers of human-computer interaction and bereavement have also addressed 
the digital/death intersection through inquiry into how an individual’s grieving is 
mediated by technology and digital information. Early literature in this space covered 
interactions with online memorials, created posthumously by the bereaved. Later 
literature examined how users of social media and social networking sites use social 
profiles as a venue for communal bereavement. 
The idea of thanatosensitive design, design that is sensitive to death, has emerged 
in recent HCI research. This field of research seeks to design products and services that 
use technology to augment the bereavement process—from technology heirlooms to 
services that gracefully facilitate the death transition. 
Why Study Personal Digital Information and Death? 
Digital technology has transformed nearly every aspect of modern life. Over the 
course of a lifetime, individuals collect a plethora of information objects. Before digital 
technology, these objects existed in tangible form. Personal collections contained printed 
materials, handwritten notes, photographs, films, and the like. As technology developed, 
the format shifted to digital. Personal collections now contain emails in the place of 
letters, digital files in the place of photographs, and blogs in the place of journals. 
Naturally, tangible media is not absent from personal collections today, but the amount of 
digital information has increased significantly. 
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This growing quantity of personal digital information is the topic of various areas 
of study within the literature. Of particular interest to this project is the intersection of 
personal digital information and death. Often the individual is both the creator and 
curator of digital objects within his or her personal collection. This raises questions about 
the value of the collection following the curator’s death, how to ease the transition to a 
new curator, and how future generations might experience this content as a record of the 
curator’s life. 
By understanding both the nature and value of personal digital content and also an 
individual’s sociological attitudes toward death, we can better understand the importance 
of studying the digital/death intersection. 
The Nature of Personal Digital Information 
Personal digital information objects exist as two forms of information. The first is 
comprised of an individual’s collection of digital information as things as Buckland 
(1991) defined them. This information, whether stored locally on a computer or device 
belonging to the object’s owner, or in cyberspace, is intimately linked to the owner’s 
identity. As replacements for older forms of personal possessions, they represent the 
“setting” element of Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical analysis of personal identity. The 
assembly of this information, as a representation of personal identity, creates value, 
especially within the context of death. Unruh (1983) uncovered that individuals ascribe 
certain elements of their identity to tangible belongings, and leave them to their survivors 
in an act of identity preservation. Considering the shift from tangible objects to digital 
ones, the act of leaving behind digital objects is also an act of identity preservation. 
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Marchionini (2008) observed that “digital technology has created a plethora of 
news kinds of information objects” (p. 172). He continues by recognizing a fourth type of 
information, “temporal states in cyberspace,” (p. 166) which encompasses the notion of 
“proflection of self in cyberspace” (p. 166). This proflection consists of an individual's 
conscious and unconscious projections, and the reflections that other people and 
machines create to those projections (e.g., links and annotations). 
In this project we will look at personal digital information as the combination of 
an individual’s information objects and his or her proflections of self in cyberspace. 
Together, both elements of personal digital information are representative of personal 
identity and are therefore important to the preservation of that identity following death. 
The Desire to Leave a Legacy 
By nature, humans have a desire to leave a legacy for future generations. Hunter 
& Rowles (2005) stated that “creating and transmitting a legacy is one way a person 
concludes their life story and projects key elements of identity as expressed in this life 
story forward to future generations” (p. 328). Bauman (1992) provides the perspective 
that the human desire for a legacy comes from confusion about death. Leaving a legacy 
affords the individual a sense of greater purpose, as they are able to exert some control 
over the afterlife. 
Personal Identity 
Personal identity exists fundamentally in two parts: the internal and the external. 
Goffman (1959) stated that individuals change their actions to guide the impression that 
others make of them. Individuals change their actions depending upon the person and 
situation they are acting with and within. Goffman related this concept to a theatrical 
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performance where individuals perform their identity on a stage. In a theater, there is a 
front part of the stage where the audience can interact with the player, and also a back 
part to which the audience is not privy. This represents the divide between the internal 
and the external, or projected, identity. 
The projected identity has three parts. Information such as words are explicitly 
conveyed, thus they are given. Second, the actor unconsciously gives off information 
such as body language or other non-verbal cues. The messages from the actor are thirdly 
subject to the inferences that the audience will inevitably make. The idea of multiple 
identities (the internal and the external) and its manifestation as a performance is central 
to understanding how identity is projected online. 
Online Identity 
One form of the external identity is manifested online in the form of personal 
content that an individual creates, such as websites or social networking profiles. This 
personal content combined with the annotations or comments of others forms a virtual 
identity (Marchionini, 2008). Marchionini contends that this virtual identity, containing 
the projections of an individual and the reflections of others, represents a new form of 
information—the proflection of self online. This virtual identity represents a type of 
personal information that requires management from its creator. 
danah boyd (2002) subscribed to Goffman’s notion of internal and external 
identities and further provided the literature with a reconsideration of social interaction 
online. Several factors are unique to online interactions, including the permanence of 
seemingly temporal communications, the loss of cues, and the potential for anonymity. 
boyd states that the designers of the Internet used offline metaphors to help new users 
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understand the new means of communication that they had available. The chat room is 
one such example, where the metaphor is to a group of people having a conversation in 
the same physical space. This is misleading, however, because the conversation is not 
temporal and is subject to archiving. Once archived, future readers do not have the 
original context of the message and are apt to misinterpret it. This presents a problem for 
identity management, as the author has no control over the message nor its interpretation 
and was likely not considering these factors at the time of its writing. boyd also notes the 
lack of body language and appearance online. This further reduces the amount of context 
available in online communications. Turkle (1995) explored the notions of identity play 
in multi-user environments. Lacking these physical cues, individuals have a certain 
anonymity that allows them to deliberately change the identity that they are projecting. 
Having multiple identities is one way that users manage context online. This allows them 
to maintain content that is closely tied to their real identity and also content that is 
completely anonymous. 
Identity Management 
boyd (2002) discusses the notion of identity management at length and presents 
preliminary plans for an application to help individuals manage their online identity. 
While the plans are not of specific interest here, the theoretical foundation for them is of 
interest. As stated before, boyd works from the idea of multiple identities online. Users 
must be aware of the multiple identities so that they can segment the content they provide 
to each audience. A search on Google reveals much information about how to manage 
multiple Twitter accounts. Using multiple accounts, for example, is one way that 
individuals segment identity for different audiences. 
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Segmentation represents only one means of managing online identity. Internet 
users concerned with identity management find it desirable to collect elements of their 
identity into one location to help prevent misidentification with the content of others. 
Stutzman and Russell (2006) discuss this form of management in the context of a service 
that allows individuals to claim content as a part of their identity. This type of service 
helps to address the inherent ambiguity in human names. Stutzman and Russell note that 
online identity is not only tied to content about the individual, but also to content created 
by the individual. Collecting all of this information into one location allows for a more 
complete representation of online identity. 
Identity Preservation 
If an individual’s online content is a proflection of their identity, then preservation 
of that content is in essence a preservation of his or her identity in a digital form. Identity 
preservation is a process individuals undertake in preparation for death (Unruh 1983). 
Individuals ascribe meaning to certain objects throughout their lives and then are 
motivated by desires to maintain control of these objects as they are distributed after 
death. 
David Unruh (1983) conducted a series of interviews and an analysis of personal 
letters and mementos with a sample of 25 individuals 62-85 years of age. The result was 
an analysis of strategies used by the dying to aid in the preservation of their identity and 
by survivors seeking to preserve the identity of another. The former is of particular 
interest for this study. Those dying used their final time to solidify their identity, gather 
artifacts that support it, and distribute those artifacts. Individuals solidified their identities 
through personal reflection upon what artifacts they would preserve and through writing. 
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Individuals negotiated and chose the facets of their identity for which they would like to 
be remembered. Objects that are imbued with personal meaning were then gathered, be 
they heirlooms, photographs or some other type of object. Each artifact has an 
accompanying story and individuals used these objects to remind themselves of the 
meaning and to pass it along to their survivors. Individuals further plan for the 
preservation of their identity by specifying the disposition of these assets. This process is 
not simply a legal one, but rather a means to preserve stories and create memories of 
one’s identity. 
Price, Arnould and Curasi (2000) conducted a series of interviews and concluded 
that assets are strongly tied to various meanings for older individuals. Individuals 
accompany a gift with a rich story that serves to transfer the meaning to the new owner. 
The distribution act provides some closure to the giver and provides peace-of-mind that 
the object and the memories ascribed to it will not be lost or forgotten. This further 
confirms the notion that the distribution of assets is a process through which identity is 
preserved. 
While this work (Price et al.) does not account for digital assets, it is likely that 
virtual objects have the same ability to carry meaning. As many virtual objects are a new 
manifestation of tangible ones, like photographs, videos, and letters, this connection is 
likely true. This presents a significant opportunity for future research specific to online 
assets. 
Awareness of Death 
Unruh (1983) notes that individuals began the process of solidifying their identity 
when they believed death was impending or when they were exposed to a number of 
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deaths. In either case once they were made aware of death they considered the use of 
their remaining time and devoted time to the preservation of their identity.  
While many might assume older individuals are more likely to consider death, 
research performed by Sill (1980) indicates that age is not necessarily the determining 
factor but rather the individual’s awareness of finitude. Defined as the estimate of time 
remaining before death, Sill found that this was a more reliable indicator of 
disengagement. Sill came to these conclusions by interviewing 120 individuals aged 55 
and over at a variety of long-term care facilities. While Sill determined a more reliable 
indicator of disengagement, his study was restricted to older adults and did not directly 
address if awareness of finitude increases with age. 
A body of research also exists around death anxiety. A study by Thorson and 
Powell (1988) indicates that death anxiety has a correlation with age. Their study of 599 
individuals from varying age groups indicated that older individuals were less anxious 
about death than younger individuals. This could indicate a greater acceptance or 
preparation for death. Of particular interest to this study is one item from the death 
anxiety scale used by Thorson and Powell. Just over 42 percent of the sample indicated 
that they would leave “careful instructions about how things should be done after I am 
[they are] gone” (p. 695). This item is closely related to the disposition of online assets 
following death and might indicate that about half of individuals will be concerned with 
their digital legacies. Providing instructions to your survivors is also related to the notion 
of maintaining control, which was indicated as a concern to 66.4 percent of the sample. 
This also supports the idea that individuals will be concerned with the disposition of their 
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online content, but not necessarily that they are aware of the issues surrounding online 
content—those that make it more problematic to control than tangible objects. 
Estates Law 
From a legal standpoint, the disposition of an individual’s possessions following 
his or her death follows a legally enforced and socially accepted process. Generally an 
executor is appointed by the estate (often named in a will) and handles the affairs of the 
deceased until the estate is settled. For the most part, estate laws in the United States do 
not specifically address digital information as an asset of value to the estate. 
Presently five states7 have estates laws that pertain to digital information. 
Connecticut and Rhode Island specifically grant executors access to the email accounts of 
the deceased. Indiana, Oklahoma, and Idaho more broadly grant executors access to the 
electronic information belonging to the deceased. Lawmakers in Nebraska and New York 
are presently considering similar legislation as well as the Uniform Laws Commission, a 
national organization that suggests laws to states in the US. Additionally the author 
knows of early efforts in North Carolina and Wisconsin to implement similar laws. 
In lieu of laws in every state, attorneys have suggested sample language and 
processes for incorporating digital assets into will and power of attorney documents 
(Beyer & Kahn 2012, Carroll, Romano & Carter, 2011; Korzec & McKittrick, 2011; 
Dosch & Boucher, 2010). Additionally numerous online services exist to help individuals 
plan and pass down messages and access information for online accounts to their 
executors (Carroll & Romano, 2011). 
                                                
7 http://www.digitalestateresource.com/law/ 
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Digital Memorials and Computer-Mediated Bereavement 
While the notion of preparing one’s virtual identity for death is relatively absent 
from the literature, a body of research regarding online grieving does exist. Appearing 
mostly in OMEGA—The Journal of Death and Dying during a special 2004 edition 
dedicated to the topic, several researchers have explored the usage of online properties as 
a locus for individuals to grieve over the loss of another. 
The earliest study of online memorials was conducted in 1996 and 1997, and 
published in 1999 (Roberts & Vidal, 1999). At that time at least four websites existed that 
provided online memorials as a service to users. 
Roberts (2004) conducted content analyses and a survey amongst online 
memorials and their creators. Findings indicated that the majority of individuals (80 
percent) created these memorials as a way to share their experiences with others. Of those 
memorials with a guestbook, the survey data indicated that 57 percent of creators had 
contacted more than twenty people who had posted to their memorial. With the earliest 
deaths in Roberts’ analysis occurring in the 1940s, this memorial was likely the only 
manifestation of their identity online. 
A content analysis by de Vries and Rutherford (2004) provided the literature with 
more information about online memorials. The majority of memorials were written by the 
child of the deceased and also by women. More than half of all memorials included some 
form of letter written to the deceased. 
Foot, Warnick and Schneider (2006) through a content analysis of September 11 
memorial websites concluded that web-based memorials performed a “communal 
function” (p. 92) in addition to “enabling the expression of personal grief” (p. 92). Foot et 
al. continued noting the short-term social impact of web memorials enabling a 
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“worldwide, bereaved community to participate” (p. 92) and the long-term “formation of 
public memory” (p. 92). 
Post-Mortem Reflections 
Ryan (2008) conducted an ethnographic analysis of online social networks, with a 
specific section of the analysis focused on the profiles of deceased individuals. This 
represents a different type of content than the online memorials analyzed by others, 
because the deceased, rather than the bereaved, created the initial corpus of content. Ryan 
found that the profiles of the deceased became a location for remembrance. Some users 
chose to continue communicating with the deceased as if they were still able to respond. 
Likely realizing the social importance of this type of memorial a group of Facebook users 
created a group that essentially lobbied Facebook on behalf of deceased. The members of 
this group maintained that profiles of the deceased should have permanence and remain 
viewable for the bereaved.  
Another phenomenon is an index for deceased users of the social networking 
website, MySpace. My Death Space8 hosts a list of MySpace profiles for deceased 
members and notes the date of death and cause of death for each. Ryan notes that the 
conversations at My Death Space indicate that users are there for a variety of purposes. 
Some are driven by a fascination with the dead and an interest in discussing the obituaries 
that are posted. While these purposes differ from those of online grieving, the content is 
still a reflection upon the deceased’s identity and should be considered amongst the other 
reflections to online content. 
                                                
8 http://mydeathspace.com/ 
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Likewise, Hume and Bressers (2009) examined newspaper obituaries online and 
found that a sense of community developed around the memorial. Through messages 
directed to the deceased and stories shared about their life, Web users built memorials 
around these basic death announcements. Hume and Bressers furthermore noted that 
obituaries created a sense of community where distant family and friends connected 
through their commentary about the deceased. 
Brubaker and Vertesi (2010), following an analysis of post-mortem interactions 
on social network profiles, observed the importance of third-party participation in 
constructing identity. They contended that the death of a social network user and the 
continuation of their identity by friends supports a notion that identity is constructed 
socially, which agrees with Marchionini’s (2008) notion of “proflection” in cyberspace. 
Brubaker and Vertesi also note a tension between “the desire to engage the dead online 
and the potential unease with a technological system presents unexpected ghosts” (p. 4). 
Human-Computer Interaction and Thanatosenstivity 
The problems created at the digital/death intersection have sparked a growing set 
of human-computer interaction literature focused on designing solutions that are sensitive 
to death. Massimi and Charise (2009) presented the idea of thanatosenstivity as “a novel, 
humanistically-grounded approach to human-computer interaction research and design 
that recognizes and actively engages with the facts of mortality, dying and death in the 
creation of interactive systems” (p. 6). Essentially thanatosenstivity is a new lens through 
which researchers can examine systems and interfaces and can build solutions that 
provide improved user experiences at death, rather than breaking down. Massimi and 
Charise (2009) cite passwords as an example of a system that breaks down—once the 
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account holder has passed away, the password is likely unknown, unless the user had left 
a record of it. 
Massimi and Baecker (2010) surveyed 41 individuals and conducted interviews 
with a subset of 10, seeking information about the role of technology surrounding the 
recent death of a loved one. About 54 percent said they “believed that digital mementoes 
could be as meaningful as their physical counterparts” (p. 3) Additionally, 65 percent 
reported “using their computer and the Internet to help them remember, commemorate, or 
reminisce about their deceased family member” (p. 3). Furthermore, the study found that 
“physical items were most commonly inherited by a family member, while non-physical 
digital assets commonly went missing or were destroyed” (p. 5). Respondents also 
reported a desire to have a voice recording of the deceased or used an existing recording, 
like an outgoing voicemail greeting, in remembrance. Equally important to the findings, 
Massimi and Baecker outlined thanatosenstive design opportunities, which highlight 
digital inheritance issues that can be solved through better systems design. Massimi, 
Odom, Banks and Kirk (2011) continued this work by more narrowly defining lifecycle 
stages at end-of-life (living, dying, dead, bereaved), setting up a “lifespan oriented 
approach” (p. 2) to future research. Massimi and Baecker (2011) continued by 
establishing guidelines for designing systems with the bereaved in mind. 
Kirk and Sellen (2010) addressed the home archive and found that interactions 
with sentimental items are more complex than simply reviewing memories but is rather a 
complex interaction based in human values. Odom et al. (2012) designed three 
technology heirlooms “aimed at provoking families to consider how technology might fit 
within their practices of inheriting, living with, and passing down digital collections in 
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the future” (p. 10). Through families’ reactions to the devices, they identified several 
areas for future research to address the shortcomings of digital heirlooms when compared 
to tangible ones. They proposed “designing technologies to be put away, supporting the 
moral work of safeguarding, enabling multiple roles, and enabling multiple 
representations in the archive as considerations for future HCI research and practice” (p. 
10). 
Conclusions From the Literature 
Death is a complex, unsavory life event. Anxiety over death and the unknown 
cause it to be ignored unless imminence of a personal loss forces it into conscious 
consideration. It is of little surprise that current technology does not address the death 
transition. Yet as society drives the proliferation of digital content, the role of digital 
information as a representation of personal identity highlights the need to address the 
digital/death intersection, fulfilling the fundamental human desire to leave a legacy. As 
such it is essential for technology to address the issues of digital inheritance and 
memorialization. Advances in the legal community and in thanatosensitive design mark 
the start of efforts to address these pending issues
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Panel Discussion Guide
The SXSW format afforded the panelists a total of one hour for the presentation, 
inclusive of prepared remarks, moderator questions, and any audience questions. As 
organizer, the author chose to allow each panelist three minutes to present a prepared 
overview of his or her perspective with slides9. The remaining 45 minutes was allotted 
for moderator and audience questions. The panelists followed the following outline: 
1. Evan Carroll: Overview of the panel topic and introductions  
2. Airdrie Miller: A personal perspective following the death of her husband 
3. Adam Ostrow: The opportunity of the digitally preserved self 
4. Bill LeFurgy: The nature of personal digital archiving, problems, and 
design opportunities  
5. Richard Banks: The shift from physical to digital heirlooms 
6. Panel discussion (30 minutes) 
7. Audience questions and conclusion (15 minutes) 
Discussion Questions 
The panel discussion followed a semi-structured format, where the moderator 
allowed the discussion to evolve naturally and did not follow a script. Prior to the panel, 
the moderator prepared and shared the following questions with the panelists for review. 
Some of the questions were written for the panel to address as a whole, while others were 
                                                
9 http://portal.sliderocket.com/BOFRK/SXSW-Digital-Immortals 
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targeted to specific panelists who held expertise in the topic. The questions were 
organized into six categories to help the moderator cover all of the topics proposed in the 
description of the panel that appeared in the SXSW schedule. 
Digitally preserved self. 
• Let’s explore idea of the digitally preserved self. What will it take?  
• Should we pursue the idea of a digitally preserved self? 
• If that’s not reasonable, what should we do? Isn’t it reasonable that we should be 
able to leave our content for our heirs? 
• How do we make sure that the materials are safe? 
Personal planning. 
• Airdrie, as you were handling Derek’s estate, what challenges did you encounter? 
Was anything easier than you expected? 
• Airdrie, in addition to Derek’s last post, what other planning did he do? Looking 
back, is there anything you wish he had done? 
• Airdrie, what would your advice be to individuals here in the room? 
Vision of the future. 
• Adam, at TED Global last year, you presented the idea of a digitally preserved 
person. Tell us more about that idea. 
• Adam, what’s going on in the industry today? Do you see any promise in current 
“digital afterlife” services? 
• Richard, you have a new book called The Future of Looking Back. In the future, 
how might we look back upon events or individuals lives? 
Digital preservation. 
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• Bill, how significant is a lifetime of data? Can we keep it forever? 
• Bill, what about file formats, backups, and metadata? 
• Bill, how should it be preserved/archived/deleted after its creator is gone? 
• Bill, this idea seems to promise democratization and decentralization of history. 
What does that gain us? What do we lose? 
Social issues. 
• Adam, if the social Web is redefining the way we interact with each other, what 
role will it play in the way we grieve together? 
• Adam and Richard, how can social network sites increase the meaning we place 
in digital artifacts? 
• Is it not a fundamental constant that things go away? Do we want to forget? 
• Does technology hold the key to widespread digital preservation? Should the 
average person really worry about this? 
• Will our digital selves simply fade away as the victim of neglect? 
Technology heirlooms. 
• Richard, as we think about the future of experiencing the past, how should we 
prepare? What technology will we need? 
• Richard, how are digital objects different from tangible ones? How can we imbue 
them with meaning?
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Panel Discussion Summary
The presentation began with a welcome and an overview of the topic by the 
author. To provide a foundation for the discussion and explain the focus of the panel, he 
began by addressing the idea of immortality10. 
“Nobody knows what the afterlife holds, but we all want to control it. Pent up in 
our desire to understand the afterlife, is a desire to leave something behind, as to have 
some control over it. This is the psychological underpinning for why we leave objects 
behind, imbue them with meaning, and through this process subconsciously try to achieve 
immortality. It's why we leave family heirlooms and boxes of photos to our family.” 
The author continued by quoting a passage from Chuck Palahniuk’s Diary (2004), 
“We all die. The goal isn't to live forever, the goal is to create something that will” (p. 
109). 
The author then explained that society has shifted from collecting tangible things 
to digital ones and suggested that the audience’s digital devices had greater potential to 
tell their story than anything left behind by their ancestors. To support that idea, he 
reported several statistics from social networking websites, illustrating the vast amount of 
digital information society is creating. 
• 200 million Twitter users11 post a total of 95 million Tweets each day12. 
                                                
10 A recording will be posted at http://schedule.sxsw.com/2012/events/event_IAP9715 
11 http://socialtimes.com/200-million-twitter-accounts-but-how-many-are-active_b36952 
12 http://blog.twitter.com/2010/12/to-trend-or-not-to-trend.html 
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• 845 million Facebook users13 upload about 250 million photos each day14 and the 
average user creates 90 pieces of content each month15. 
• To help understand scale, Facebook's photo collection is larger than those of 
Flickr, Instagram, and the Library of Congress16. 
 
The author pointed out that the importance of this quantity of digital content was 
not in its volume, but rather in the story it can tell about each person who created it. He 
continued by stating the central point of the panel.  
“As we capture and document our lives digitally, and do so in very high volumes, 
what will we leave behind? Perhaps we'll leave behind gigabytes of data for our heirs. 
But what will it mean to them? And is it possible to experience that information in a way 
that creates a digital representation of ourselves?” 
Airdrie Miller spoke next, presenting her “turn of the century love story.” By 
showing her photo albums in contrast with new digital formats, she captured the essence 
of society’s shift to digital. Miller noted that sharing photos online had replaced albums 
and emails and text messages have replaced love letters. She then expressed the 
importance of an individual’s digital content and planning ahead by sharing her 
experiences with Derek Miller’s untimely death. She shared her emotions leading up to 
and following his passing. Miller explained some of her challenges in dealing with her 
husband’s digital legacy, sharing that his website crashed as his final post went viral on 
                                                
13 http://newsroom.fb.com/content/default.aspx?NewsAreaId=22 
14 https://blog.facebook.com/blog.php?post=10150262684247131 
15 http://socialmediatoday.com/kenburbary/276356/facebook-demographics-revisited-
2011-statistics 
16 http://1000memories.com/blog/94-number-of-photos-ever-taken-digital-and-analog-in-
shoebox 
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the Web and the various problems with keeping his website up and running without daily 
maintenance. Miller then stated that friends continue to post on her husband’s Facebook 
profile nearly a year after his death. As a point of discussion, she concluded by asking if 
his blog would still be online in 30 years and if anyone would still care. 
Adam Ostrow, inspired by Derek Miller’s final post, shared his thoughts on a 
digitally preserved self. Ostrow, who presented this idea at TED Global 2011, discussed 
the vast quantity of social media content that people generate today, which creates a rich 
digital persona. This data, combined with advances in artificial intelligence and 
computational power might give us a realistic representation of self. Ostrow shared his 
belief that society will ultimately be able to recreate someone in the digital sphere after 
his or her death. 
Bill LeFurgy introduced the audience to an ambrotype portrait of a Civil War 
soldier in the Library of Congress collection, which was recently identified by 
descendants as David M. Thatcher, or more affectionately as Uncle Dave17. LeFurgy 
observed that in the future we would not necessarily find Uncle Dave in an institution, 
but rather in our own personal digital collections or spread out across the Web. 
According to LeFurgy, archivists and technologists have to address two significant issues 
in personal archiving. Archivists must take a more active role in awareness and 
education, helping individuals understand how to better care for their collections. Second, 
technologists need to build archival functionality into their tools, making it easier and 
faster for individuals to care for their collections.  
                                                
17 http://www.washingtonpost.com/local/man-in-civil-war-photo-long-unidentified-
finally-gets-his-name-back/2012/03/08/gIQAocYw0R_story.html 
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LeFurgy continued by presenting two creative challenges for personal digital 
archiving. First, individuals need help managing their digital collections and new highly 
automated and easy-to-use systems are necessary to help them do so. Furthermore, 
individuals need to adopt the values of an archive when caring for their personal 
collections to ensure their durability and persistence into the future. 
Richard Banks expressed several key points of change from heirlooms that are 
physical in nature, to those that our digital and the effects they might have on how 
individuals reminisce. Banks first addressed the issue of quantity and pointing out that 
society has shifted from knowing too little about a person, through perhaps a small 
collection of photographs, to knowing too much about a person, through a vast collection 
of digital information. Banks predicted that in his lifetime he would create more than 
200,000 digital photos, which his daughter would inherit after his death. He contrasted 
this with the much smaller collection left by his grandparents. Banks quipped that instead 
of complaining about not having enough information, individuals will be overwhelmed 
by everything left behind. 
Banks observed that digital things have a serendipitous factor that can be quite 
magical. Furthermore, he pointed out that our most sentimental objects are not 
necessarily more important than the mundane ones, which will help others understand our 
lives from the day-to-day minutiae society can now preserve. Citing the example of 
Microsoft’s SenseCam,18 he pointed out that it is now possible to record nearly every 
moment of one’s life in a digital medium. Banks continued by discussing the lack of 
                                                
18 http://research.microsoft.com/en-us/um/cambridge/projects/sensecam/ 
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physicality in digital objects, observing that they lack the patina of age and indications of 
repeated use, which seem to add meaning to physical objects.  
Referencing services like Spotify, where users do not actually have an object such 
as an MP3 file or a compact disc, he observed that much of our digital content is really a 
manipulation of the original. Banks asserted that heirs would receive these manipulations, 
rather than the content itself. Additionally, digital objects do not just exist in one form, 
but rather in many, as storage services create copies in multiple sizes and formats, 
changing our perception of an object into a cluster of related of objects.  
Banks also noted a transition from understanding the past through facts, instead of 
through inferences. Citing Nicholas Felton’s Feltron annual reports19, he observed that 
digital technology can now keep track of an individual’s life and present that in a 
meaningful way for others to understand. In addition to a shift in the information we have 
available about a person, there is a new set of digital places, which can remain intact even 
beyond the life of the hardware.  
Referencing work at Emory University, he pointed out that users can explore the 
native interface of Salman Rushdie’s personal computers, exploring not only the content 
available, but how the screen actually looked and what items he placed in the trash bin. 
Relating this to his own experience, Banks shared discarding his father’s computer after 
his passing, but holding onto the hard disk. Today the hard disk is set up as a virtual 
machine on his personal computer, but whenever he considers exploring it, he feels as if 
he is invading his father’s private space, which was not intended for his viewing.  
                                                
19 http://feltron.com/ 
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In closing, Banks noted the shift from objects belonging to one person to objects 
that are shared with multiple people. Today, memories are specifically captured for 
sharing and not necessarily kept private for an individual and his or her close family and 
friends. 
Discussion Themes 
What is socially acceptable? Following the panelists’ presentations, the 
discussion began with a question about what it might take, from a technology 
perspective, to create a digitally preserved self. Almost immediately the conversation 
shifted to determine if technologists should pursue the creation of a digitally preserved 
self. Technologists often discuss what can be done with technology, but the panelists 
believed that we should first address what society should do with technology based upon 
what is socially acceptable. 
Richard Banks pointed out that there is significant value in putting the past away, 
and it might be unwelcome, and perhaps a burden, to have an artificially intelligent being 
in the place of a person. Airdrie Miller shared how sometimes her husband's memory, 
while extremely important to her, is not welcome on a daily basis. The process of 
grieving needs resolution and she has moved forward by removing her husband's urn 
from the mantle. She observed that having his ashes there became a bit spooky at times, 
and she wanted to visit them on her own terms, rather than anytime she passed through 
her living room. Miller continued by stating that she could not imagine having a digital 
version of her husband waiting for her at home, especially as she moves on with her life. 
What might interfaces look like? Adam Ostrow believes that as bandwidth 
increases, the social web will contain more videos of individuals, which will add 
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gestures, mannerisms, and voices to the trove of data that currently exists. The potential 
exists to draw upon that data to create a depiction of who the decedent was when he or 
she was alive. Ostrow continued by predicting that one day a robot or hologram that 
looks and acts like the decedent will exist and respond to queries based upon the 
decedent’s own digital collection.  
The author observed that Ostrow’s idea was similar to computational engines like 
Wolfram Alpha, which are designed to answer natural language questions from a large 
corpus of data. He continued that it might be possible to simply ask a deceased relative 
what he or she thought of the 1992 election, or other similar questions. From a 
technology perspective, this can become a reality as computational power increases. 
How will the data be preserved? Regardless of the interface used, Bill LeFurgy 
reminded the panelists that personal digital collections need good descriptive metadata 
and a record of provenance to provide the proper context to any means of experiencing 
the past. Simply put, if meaning is not preserved, then piecing it together in the future 
will be a difficult task. 
Richard Banks stated his belief that digital legacies depend upon an individual’s 
relationship to the cloud, as digital files are not necessarily in the possession of their 
owner. LeFurgy warned that sites like Facebook and Twitter are not in the business of 
securing data forever, and that individuals should not rely upon the cloud to maintain 
these files. 
Will the past be a burden? The panelists spent several minutes discussing the 
burden that today’s data might place on the future. Richard Banks shared an example of a 
man whose father bequeathed him a box of rocks. The two never shared an interest in 
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rocks, nor were the rocks of any value, yet the son held onto these rocks until they were 
accidentally lost during a move. Banks shared that son was relieved to not have them as a 
reminder of uncertainty in his life. The moral, according to Banks, is that the things we 
leave behind, no matter their format, become a burden if they do not have any perceived 
value. Bill LeFurgy echoed this sentiment, noting that digital remains carry different 
layers of burden. With regards to metadata, LeFurgy stated that ideally an individual’s 
photographs on Flickr, for example, would have tags and titles, which will tell a valuable 
story of the deceased. 
Airdrie Miller shared that she feels burdened, in a way, with the long-term chore 
of keeping her husband’s digital life intact. She feels that individuals should not 
necessarily be required to think of a loved one's digital remains as a memorial, sharing 
her uncertainty as she paid an expensive bill to renew the domain registrations of her 
husband’s websites out of respect to his digital memory. 
Following the discussion of the burdens of the past, Bill LeFurgy predicted that 
the “killer app” in personal archiving might be the one that considers sentimentality and 
can lead to digital self-preservation. 
How should individuals prepare? As a final question, the author asked the 
panelists to share what they believed individuals should be doing to prepare for death. 
Miller emphasized the importance of recording passwords and ensuring that they are 
available to heirs. Ostrow seconded Miller’s advice, discussing the importance of 
creating a digital will. LeFurgy and Banks reminded the audience to be good stewards of 
their digital data, to curate it for the future, and ensure that its meaning and context was 
recorded. 
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Conclusions from the panel discussion. From the memorable to the mundane, 
individuals today create a massive amount of digital content, which is valuable, 
regardless of how we currently feel about it. Generally speaking, individuals are poor 
stewards of their own data, suffering from benign neglect and a lack of tools, which could 
automate the curation process. Before we can consider a digitally preserved self, or any 
other interface for viewing this content, it must have robust descriptive metadata that can 
tell the story of the information and provide value to future custodians. However we look 
back at the past, designers must understand how individuals reminisce, how they reflect, 
and to what degree the past is welcome in their everyday life.
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Conclusion
The themes, which emerged during the panel discussion, confirmed and extended 
the conclusions from the literature. Digital content represents a significant opportunity to 
preserve an individual’s identity in ways that previously were not possible. The panel 
discussion left no doubt that researchers need to better understand how individuals want 
to experience the past and how to prepare their personal digital collections for the future. 
The idea of a digitally preserved self, as a work of artificial intelligence, seemed 
to violate many of the expectations that society has of the past. The discussion indicated 
that the past should be experienced in a way that is welcome in the present. The work of 
Richard Banks and others represents important progress in designing technology for 
experiencing the past, yet there are significant opportunities for future research into the 
user interfaces and functionality that align with society’s expectation of the past. 
The panelists also recognized the importance of digital collections as a venue for 
bereavement, as seen in the literature, but warned of the potential burden of widespread 
digital preservation. Considering the emotional burden that individuals like Airdrie Miller 
feel, there is an opportunity for further research into the frequency that individuals want 
to experience the past and what types of interfaces would be welcome for doing so. If 
designers are to consider a digitally preserved self, or some other representation of the 
past, research should be conducted to understand the level of reality the technology 
should achieve. 
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The panelists’ discussion of conveying value, as a means to avoid burden, is in 
line with the notion from the literature that individuals solidify and shape their legacies. 
Digital objects’ lack of physicality, however, does not force individuals discard objects to 
save space, which in turn allows individuals avoid decisions about what should happen to 
digital objects once they pass away. This change represents an opportunity to design 
thanatosensitive technologies that encourage individuals to shape their legacy, reducing 
the problem of benign neglect and creating value instead of burden. With the knowledge 
that individuals are poor curators, additional research should be conducted to determine 
why curation is neglected and how automated tools could provide value to the individual 
while preparing collections for the future. This research could lead to technology that 
considers sentimentality and allows for digital self-preservation, which Bill LeFurgy 
identified as the potential “killer app” in personal archiving. 
Through the panel discussion approximately 75 attendees at the SXSW Interactive 
conference and countless others via Twitter and blog posts about the event learned of the 
technical, social and archival issues to preserving personal legacy in the digital age. 
Perhaps more significant than its reach, this panel connected a diverse set of panelists 
together, who are addressing the digital/death intersection from different angles. By 
bringing this multifaceted expertise to the SXSW stage, entrepreneurs and designers, who 
are working on the next generation of digital technologies and interfaces, were exposed to 
the issues and opportunities at the intersection of digital technology and death, perhaps 
laying the foundation for future thanatosensitive technologies. 
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